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ALFRED WILLIAM BENN. 

Alfred William Benn, who died on September 22, 1915, was 
for many years a valued contributor to this Journal. He 
belonged to that small but notable class of non-professional 
philosophers (if the term be permitted), who have, throughout 
the whole history of English speculation, done so much for the 
advancement of philosophy. He was never a University pro- 
fessor, but he devoted his life with singular disinterestedness and 
consistency to the encouragement of philosophical progress. 

Shortly after graduating, in 1865, at the University of London, 
he left England, and for the greater part of his life he resided 
abroad, especially in Switzerland and at Florence. Though he 
wrote on general literary subjects, and was connected with the 
Academy for some years, his real interests centered from the first 
in philosophy. He maintained a certain connection with his Uni- 
versity, and represented it in 1911 at the International Congress 
of Philosophy at Bologna. 

His most important work was done in the History of Philoso- 
phy, and especially in the History of Greek Philosophy, for dur- 
ing the whole course of his life his studies were largely directed 
upon the broad sweep of Hellenic life and thought. Though he 
had contributed articles on Greek subjects to various periodicals, 
it was not till 1882 that his Greek Philosophers appeared. This 
important work was followed by other books in the same depart- 
ment of philosophy, The Philosophy of Greece in 1898, A Primer 
of Early Greek Philosophy in 1908, and a History of Ancient 
Philosophy in 1912. Only last year he published a new edition, 
corrected and largely re-written, of his first work; and until quite 
recently he continued to contribute articles and notes on Greek 
subjects to Mind. In all these books his general attitude is, in 
a broad sense, humanistic. Though an exact scholar he was not 
so interested in the minutiae of the interpretation of texts as in 
the human value of tendencies of thought realised in the person- 
alities of great men. And he insisted — though the lesson was 
perhaps more needed in 1882 than it is to-day, it is one that 
philosophy would do well to bear in mind — that to study the 
history of thought it is not enough merely to describe a succes- 
sion of ideas; one must take into account also the individuality 
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of the philosopher and the milieu of intellectual and social forces 
amid which he lived. In adopting this standpoint and method 
he was probably influenced considerably by Grote. 

In recent years, while retaining his interest in Greek philosophy, 
he returned to more general literary and historical studies, and 
published a History of English Rationalism in the Nineteenth 
Century (1906), Modern England (1908), and Revaluations (1909). 
His articles in this Journal dealt with such varied subjects as 
Milton and Nietzsche, Pascal's Wager and the Ethics of Evolution. 
In almost all his work it is possible to discern the influence of the 
same spirit of humanism that distinguishes his study of the 
Greeks. 



